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Objectives: At the conclusion of this presentation, the learner will be able to: 
 Describe the relationship between impaired sensory processing, maladaptive behaviors, and functional performance among 
individuals with dementia. 
 Identify the evidence surrounding sensory-based interventions to increase functional participation and/or decrease maladaptive 
behaviors among individuals with dementia. 
 Discuss the clinical implications of current evidence for occupational therapy practice within dementia care. 
 
PICO: What is the evidence supporting the use of sensory-based interventions to reduce maladaptive behaviors and/or improve 
functional performance for adults with dementia? 
 
Methods: 
 
Population Intervention Outcome 
 
dementia, 
Alzheimer’s 
Disease, AD, 
Alzheimer, 
cognitive decline 
 
sensory-based interventions, sensory interventions, 
sensory therapy, sensory integration, sensory 
stimulation, multisensory behavior therapy, multi-
sensory stimulation, MSS, snoezelen therapy, 
snoezelen, snoezelen environment, environment-
based interventions, multi-sensory environment, 
environmental intervention, enhanced environment 
 
Functional performance: ADL, activity of daily living, 
activity, function, functional task, functional outcome, 
functional performance, meaningful task, meaningful 
occupation, occupation, occupational engagement, 
independence, sleep, social, social participation, IADL, 
instrumental activity of daily living, leisure, leisure 
activity 
 
Reducing maladaptive behaviors: apathy, agitation, 
aggression, mood, irritability, perseverance, self-
stimulation, wandering, negative behaviors, aggressive 
behaviors, maladaptive behaviors, neuropsychological 
behaviors, negative symptoms, disruptive behavior, 
problematic behaviors, problem behavior 
 
Search Limitations: English language, human subjects, subjects age 55 +, published 2000-2014 
Databases Used: PubMed, CINAHL, Ovid MEDLINE                                            Total Articles Found: 334 
Critical review form: “Evaluation Guidelines 
for Rating the Quality of an Intervention 
Study” 10 
Articles Critiqued Based on Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria: 13 
 
Results/Themes: 
 
Of studies that used comparison interventions (n=9): 
1
          
Results Level I Level II Level III Level IV Total 
Sensory > Control (statistically significant) 1
 (14) 
 1 
(16) 
 2 
Control > Sensory (statistically significant)     0 
Sensory = Control  4 
(3,5,7,11) 
 1 
(2) 
1 
(8) 
6 
Mixed results 1 
(4) 
   1 
 
Statement of evidence: 
15
 
 Moderate evidence supporting use of both sensory-based and comparative interventions to improve behavior and/or function 
o Sensory-based interventions are not superior to comparative interventions 
 
Of studies that did not use comparison interventions (n=4): 
1 
Results Level I Level II Level III Level IV Total 
Sensory-based intervention had positive results (statistically significant)   2 
(9,6) 
 2 
Sensory-based intervention results not statistically significant   2 
(12,13) 
 2 
 
 
 
Statement of evidence: 
15
 
 Conflicting evidence supporting the use of sensory-based interventions to improve behavioral and/or functional outcomes in 
adults with dementia 
 
Long-Term Outcomes: 
Baker et al., 2001 
4
: 
 At 4-month follow-up, both sensory and control groups demonstrated a decrease in behavioral outcome measure scores compared 
to baseline (i.e. decrease in speech, self-care, and general behavior)  
 
Implications: 
 
Clinical  Sensory-based interventions may be beneficial for short-term reduction of maladaptive behaviors 
 Sensory-based interventions are equally as effective as comparative interventions at reducing maladaptive behaviors 
and/or improving function 
 Consider cost of sensory-based interventions vs. reported results 
Research  Need for improved methodological rigor  
 Need functional or occupation-based outcomes 
Education  Continue to emphasize evidenced-based practice in entry-level curriculum 
 Teach how both sensory-based and occupation-based interventions can be utilized for adult with dementia 
 
 
References  
1. American Occupational Therapy Association. (2008). Occupational therapy practice framework: Domain and process (2nd ed.). 
American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 62, 625–683.  
2. Anderson, K., Bird, M., MacPherson, S., McDonough, V., & Davis, T. (2011). Findings from a pilot investigation of the 
effectiveness of a snoezelen room in residential care: Should we be engaging with our residents more? Geriatric Nursing, 
32(3), 166-177. doi:10.1016/j.gerinurse.2010.12.011  
3. Baillon, S., van Diepen, , Erik, Prettyman, R., Rooke, N., Redman, J., & Campbell, R. (2005). Variability in response of older 
people with dementia to both snoezelen and reminiscence. British Journal of Occupational Therapy, 68(8), 367-374.  
4. Baker, R., Bell, S., Baker, E., Gibson, S., Holloway, J., Pearce, R., et al. (2001). A randomized controlled trial of the effects of 
multi-sensory stimulation (MSS) for people with dementia. British Journal of Clinical Psychology, 40(1), 81-96.  
5. Baker, R., Holloway, J., Holtkamp, C., Larsson, A., Hartman, L. C., Pearce, R., et al. (2003). Effects of multi-sensory stimulation 
for people with dementia. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 43(5), 465-477. doi:10.1046/j.1365-2648.2003.02744.x  
6. Bédard, A., Landreville, P., Voyer, P., Verreault, R., & Vézina, J. (2011). Reducing verbal agitation in people with dementia: 
Evaluation of an intervention based on the satisfaction of basic needs. Aging & Mental Health, 15(7), 855-865. 
doi:10.1080/13607863.2011.569480  
7. Collier, L., McPherson, K., Ellis-Hill, C., Staal, J., & Bucks, R. (2010). Multisensory stimulation to improve functional 
performance in moderate to severe dementia--interim results. American Journal of Alzheimer's Disease & Other Dementias, 
25(8), 698-703. doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1533317510387582  
8. Cox, H., Burns, I., & Savage, S. (2004). Multisensory environments for leisure: Promoting well-being in nursing home residents 
with dementia. Journal of Gerontological Nursing, 30(2), 37-45.  
9. Dunn, K., S., & Riley-Doucet, C. (2013). Comparative analysis of two musical genres within a multisensory environmental 
intervention. Journal of Holistic Nursing, 31(1), 62-70. doi:10.1177/0898010112461977  
10. Law, M. & MacDermid, J. C. (2014). Evidenced-Based Rehabilitation: A Guide to Practice, Third Edition. Thorafore, NJ: 
SLACK Incorporated. 
11. Milev, R. V., Kellar, T., McLean, M., Mileva, V., Luthra, V., Thompson, S., et al. (2008). Multisensory stimulation for elderly 
with dementia: A 24-week single-blind randomized controlled pilot study. American Journal of Alzheimer's Disease & Other 
Dementias, 23(4), 372-376. doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1533317508316681  
12. Minner, D., Hoffstetter, P., Casey, L., & Jones, D. (2004). Snoezelen activity: The good shepherd nursing home experience.  
Journal of Nursing Care Quality, 19(4), 343-348.  
13. Riley-Doucet, C. K., & Dunn, K. S. (2013). Using multisensory technology to create a therapeutic environment for people with 
dementia in an adult day center: A pilot study. Research in Gerontological Nursing, 6(4), 225-233. doi:10.3928/19404921-
20130801-01; 10.3928/19404921-20130801-01  
14. Staal, J. A., Sacks, A., Matheis, R., Collier, L., Calia, T., Hanif, H., et al. (2007). The effects of snoezelen (multi-sensory behavior 
therapy) and psychiatric care on agitation, apathy, and activities of daily living in dementia patients on a short term geriatric 
psychiatric inpatient unit. International Journal of Psychiatry in Medicine, 37(4), 357-370. doi: 10.2190/PM.37.4.a 
15. Van Tulder, M., Furlan, A., Bombardier, C., Bouter, L., & Editorial Board of the Cochrane Collaboration Back Review Group. 
(2003). Updated method guidelines for systematic reviews in the Cochrane Collaboration Back Review Group. Spine, 28(12), 
1290-1299.   
16. van Weert, J., van Dulmen, A., Spreeuwenberg, P. M., Ribbe, M. W., & Bensing, J. M. (2005). Behavioral and mood effects of 
snoezelen integrated into 24-hour dementia care. Journal of the American Geriatrics Society, 53(1), 24-33. 
doi:10.1111/j.1532-5415.2005.53006.x  
